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Forward: Which Childhood? Whose Deficit? 
 
When the literature on ‘Whiteness’ first emerged in the 1990s, I was offended 
and skeptical. As an Asian who has lived in White-dominant cultures most of 
my life, my reflex was to say something like: “Yeah – they want to be ‘special’ 
too. After all our struggles to get beyond an unmarked place of deficit in the 
fields of disciplinary knowledge and social sciences – now they want 
‘Whiteness’ as their own ethnic studies”.  
 
It took several decades for me to realize the significance and use of the 
framing of ‘Whiteness’ as an official discourse and intellectual field (e.g., 
Moreton-Robinson, 2010). This took two moves: first, the experience of living 
and working in Asia, in Han Chinese societies where I was part of the 
unmarked, racial norm as a Yellow male gave me my first full view of the 
intrinsic myopia of ruling classes, ruling genders and ruling cultures (A. 
Luke, 2011). Second, working with Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander and 
First Nations scholars and educators like Jean Phillips, Jan Hare and, most 
recently, Yvonne Poitras-Pratt in the front lines of pre-service teacher 
education showed me that we could not move forward as minoritised 
communities, scholars and educators without a strategy that foregrounded 
and unpacked the (abnormal and unnatural) cultural practices, literacies and 
everyday experiences of dominant, unmarked ruling classes (e.g., Phillips, 
2011). Watching the reaction of White Australian and Canadian 
undergraduates to Indigenous studies taught by Aboriginal and First Nations 
scholars – I am struck with the epistemological and experiential deficit of not 
being able to see yourself as constructed by and through a specific cultural, 
linguistic and interpretive community. I finally got it. We needed Whiteness 
studies as a strategic tool to enable White students to hold their own 
unmarked culturally homogeneous (and indeed, hetero-normative) 
experiences as but one of a range of possible selective traditions (Williams, 
1976). Only then could they begin to see that such traditions, indeed their 
traditions always come with significant material and social, cultural and 
embodied consequences.  
 
The Intersection of Language, Learning and Culture in Early Childhood is 
another significant attempt to foreground the cultural value, validity and 
power of non-dominant cultures and their diverse versions of childhood, 
literacy and education. But after almost a half century of minority studies – 
this foregrounding of difference requires a doubling and troubling of the 
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‘mainstream’, to deliberately recycle this particular politically incorrect term. 
A respectful understanding of and engagement with the cultural Other can 
only ultimately be done through that archetypal ethnographic strategy of 
making the familiar strange: by taking the move advocated by our colleagues 
working from Indigenous, postcolonial, critical race theory, radical feminist 
and queer theory perspectives – by disrupting and de-normalising the taken-
for-granted, everyday practices of literacy, of its institutions, its educational 
practices – and, indeed, of ‘childhood’ itself. 
 
Jump cut to another scene: a dinner conversation I had with a leading 
parliamentarian in the 1990s while working as a senior educational 
bureaucrat in Australia. He asked me about the now canonical studies of the 
longitudinal value of early childhood intervention. He wanted to know if we 
could generate further rigorous empirical evidence of the value of 
governmental investment in early childhood literacy. He was seeking what I 
later came to understand was “policy-based evidence” (Luke, Green & Kelly, 
2010). Over the second course of the meal, I offered two responses. First of 
all, I explained, we had to understand and engage with the different versions 
of ‘childhood’ in a multicultural state, that there would be differential 
uptakes and ‘fits’ between early childhood intervention and different 
community linguistic and cultural practices. Second, I explained that most 
early childhood literacy programs had longitudinal ‘wash out’ effects because 
of the failure to articulate early developmental gains into meaningful and 
sustainable, culturally and intellectually rich upper primary and middle 
schooling education. I referred to the example of the implementation of 
Reading Recovery in Australia. Educational policy is, after all, a zero-sum 
game, and as the California early childhood push of the 1990s and 2000s 
showed, a heavy investment in early childhood education often works hand in 
glove with diminished funding in other levels of schooling (Fuller, 2008). 
Finally, I explained that the unspoken assumption of many interventions is 
that of a hypodermic model of literacy: that once inoculated through coding-
based early literacy instruction, there is automatic developmental 
articulation into comprehension, writing, mastery of subject-specific genres, 
and so forth. 
 
The meal was not going well.  The parliamentarian gave me that (eye-rolling) 
look that policy makers give to academics when we take on the naïve and 
erudite task of explaining the subtleties and complexities of truth in social 
sciences. After desert, I asked: “So, are you going to go to election on an early 
childhood education policy”.   
 
He said, with all sincerity, “Of course, every voter and every parent loves 
kids”.  
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Indeed, what are more ‘natural’, more universal and more ‘cross-cultural’ 
than children and childhood and the basics of early literacy?  Who could 
contest an investment in early childhood literacy? And who can contest the 
received wisdom that more educational intervention in early childhood is of 
value to all? Yet, as historians of childhood have explained, ‘childhood’ is a 
relatively recent construction of Western cultures, enabled by the emergence 
of leisure classes and economies that didn’t require child labor. As early as 
the 16th century, European ruling and mercantile classes were able to afford 
separate living areas, specialized foods, goods and helpers to raise children. 
This was accompanied by the emergence of formal post-Reformation books 
and trainings on child-rearing and, indeed, following Luther, on education 
and literacy for all children (C. Luke, 1989). Childhood, secular early 
childhood literacy for all, and, indeed, the modern child as we know them are 
historical products of particular normative cultural and political economic 
discourses and practices.  
 
It doesn’t take much for our generation to look at our children and 
grandchildren and, indeed, make this particular and peculiar version of 
White-dominant, normative childhood strange.  The helicopter/drone 
parenting of this middle class is a sophisticated, commodified and monitorial 
zone: with school pickup areas almost militarized to control SUV-wielding 
parents, with media and parents beginning from a premise of continuous fear 
of sexual predation, bullying, physical risk, disease, obesity, and digital 
indoctrination. The result is 24/7 parental and adult surveillance, from SIDS 
monitors to childproof appliances and apps – with parents, institutions and 
businesses ready to litigate at the drop of a hat. For many kids, digitalized 
play has replaced the forms of embodied action and messing around on the 
streets and in fields that past generations experienced and that, ironically, 
many urban working-class and rural kids still experience. Contemporary 
childhood, like its historic fellow traveller early childhood literacy education, 
is now the object of highly specialized forms of domestic and educational 
labor, multinational corporate commodities, artifacts and programs for play 
and education. It appears to be a culture of abundance and privilege, but it is 
also one of fear, risk and lack. 
 
I therefore ask readers to take up the chapters that follow here in light of a 
different core question.  Who is really deficit here? How many times do we 
need to reconnoiter Roland Barthes (1972) lesson that the products of 
particular dominant cultural histories are not ‘natural’, written in stone by 
nature or deity?  Read these studies of Indigenous and ‘minoritised’ migrant 
kids growing up, playing and learning not as ‘different’, diverse or 
‘exceptional’ or ‘multi’ from a pristine bourgeois, monolingual and (White) 
unmarked childhood wherein resides all cultural capital worth accruing, all 
knowledge worth knowing, and all doxa worth following. View these as 
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studies of children and communities, caregivers and teachers working with 
kids in the face of a dominant model of childhood that is less then seamless, 
troubled, in transition and warranting powerful questions by us, by them and 
by its very own custodians. Read these chapters as accounts of communities 
of teachers and learners, Elders and children building new cultures and 
literacies in relation to ‘normalised’ childhoods, educational systems, and 
commodified, test-driven approaches to literacy that are themselves in 
transition and in strife.  
 
Allan Luke 
Vancouver, BC  
June 3, 2015 
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